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Dryden’s Battle with Music in King Arthur: The Bracegirdle Hurdle 
John Sievers 
John Dryden came of age during a turbulent portion of England’s history. In his lifetime, he 
observed the collapse of four different governments. Born in 1631, Dryden lived through Charles I’s 
beheading, the republican experiment of the interregnum, the return to monarchy under Charles II, 
and finally the glorious revolution in which perhaps no blood was spilt but the condition of the 
English throne was undeniably weakened.1 These abrupt and tremendous political changes also 
included substantial cultural transformations. One of the transformations that had a limiting effect 
on Dryden’s literary career was the closing of the English theaters during the interregnum. 
Meanwhile, Charles II, during his exile in France, was exposed to a continental drama that was quite 
different from that of his homeland. Charles’s exposure, and his fondness for certain continental 
practices, may partially account for two of the radical changes that the English stage saw during the 
restoration. The most immediate change was the introduction of actresses to the stage.2 Prior to 
1660 there were no professional actresses on the English stage, and all the female roles were played 
by men or more usually boys. Beginning in 1660, however, actresses, though still fewer than actors, 
were an accepted part of English drama. In 1662, Charles II decreed that women could and should 
play female roles (Howe 26). The second change concerned an increased interest in musical drama.3 
While it wasn’t until the eighteenth century that opera came into its own in England, the drama of 
the seventeenth century contained an increasing amount of music. In 1684, Dryden wrote one 
dramatic work that could actually be called an opera, Albion and Albanius, and several more that are 
now labeled semi-operas. One of Dryden’s noted semi-operas, King Arthur, was performed in 1691. 
A large part of this work’s success depended upon the extraordinary musical ability of his 
collaborator Henry Purcell.  
Despite Dryden’s opportunity to work with such an excellent composer, he had a negative 
view of music. Dryden’s negative conception of music stemmed from a common Restoration 
hierarchy involving the relationship between reason and the senses. James Jensen describes this 
relationship as “the traditional faculty psychology wherein the understanding was considered 
superior to the imagination and the emotions” (“A Note” 317). Jensen also claims, “Restoration 
critics were inclined to think that art which they merely liked was inferior to art which appealed to 
their understanding or judgment” (317). For Dryden, poetry with its words was the vehicle for 
reason while music belonged to a sensual and emotional realm. Furthermore, Dryden habitually 
conceived of music as female and seemed to create and maintain a strong link between the ideas of 
music, femininity, and seduction in his writing.  
Dryden’s negative judgment of music’s esthetic value can be followed throughout his literary 
career. In 1661, shortly after the restoration of Charles II, Dryden wrote To His Sacred Majesty, A 
 
                                                 
1 For a concise account of these political changes, which details the increasing weakness of the English throne under 
William III, see Tony Claydon’s book William III. Claydon’s ideas suggest that William’s obsession with the state of 
affairs on the continent and his grudge match with Louis XIV caused him to sell his royal powers little by little to the 
English parliament in order to maintain the funding necessary to achieve his goals.  
2 This changing state of affairs is the subject of Elizabeth Howe’s excellent book The First English Actresses. Her 
considerations of the relationship between prostitution and the actress is particularly useful. See chapters two and six.  
3 The increased English interest in musical drama is explored in Jeffery Mark’s brief article. Mark shows music as part of 
an increased English interest in more elaborate stage productions including an increasing amount of machines.  
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Panegyrick on His Coronation. This poem, while serving to illustrate Dryden’s desire to appear loyal to 
the new regime, also presents the reader with an opportunity to consider Dryden’s conception of 
music. Dryden writes to show the glory of the newly-crowned king. He achieves this aim by 
comparing the King’s glory to a personified Music: 
   
Musique her self is lost, in vain she brings 
 Her choisest notes to praise the best of Kings: 
 Her melting strains in you a tombe have found, 
 And lye like Bees in their own sweetnesse drown’d. (Kinsely l53-56) 
 
These four lines reveal a considerable amount about Dryden’s idea of music. It is immediately 
apparent that Dryden associates music with the feminine since he uses the female pronoun “she” to 
take place of his personification. Furthermore, as James Winn points out, music here is presented as 
a seductress: “Music appears as an artful suppliant, offering ‘her choisest notes. . .’” (When Beauty 
114). Though Music’s seduction may have failed, it is only because of the supremacy of the 
masculine and reasonable king. The language Dryden uses to describe Music’s act of seduction 
shows that music is so sensual it has the capacity to lure its creators to their doom. The 
“sweetnesse” of the music, its sensual nature, overcomes the Bees, the very ones who create the 
music in Dryden’s trope. Clearly, in the space of four short lines, Dryden manages to show music as 
feminine, seductive, and sensual but nevertheless ineffective against the masculine and reasonable. 
Dryden continues this negative depiction of music in the dedication for Albion and Albanius.4 
Albion and Albanius was performed in 1684 and has a special relationship to the semi-opera King 
Arthur. Originally, Albion and Albanius was planned to be a prologue for King Arthur. King Arthur, 
however, didn’t take its final shape until 1691. In 1684, Dryden expanded Albion and Albanius to a 
three-act opera to please Charles II’s French musical taste. Despite Dryden’s goal of pleasing 
Charles, Charles died before he could enjoy the full performance of the work in 1685. In the 
dedication of Albion and Albanius, originally intended for Charles II but transferred to James II, 
Dryden makes several comments demonstrating his perception of the relationship between words 
and music. One of Dryden’s most notable comments on this relationship is found in the following 
passage from the dedication of Albion and Albanius: 
 
. . .the nature of an Opera denies the frequent use of those poetical Ornaments: for Vocal 
Musick, though it often admits a loftiness of sound: yet always exacts an harmonious 
sweetness; or to distinguish yet more justly, The recitative part of the Opera requires a more 
masculine Beauty of expression and sound: the other, which (for want of a proper English 
Word) I must call The Songish Part, must abound in the softness and variety of Numbers: its 
principle Intention, being to please the Hearing, rather than to gratify the understanding. 
(Dearing 15:4) 
 
Through this description of the relationship between words and music, Dryden genders words 
masculine and the “songish” portion of music feminine. Furthermore, Dryden describes music very 
similarly to his description from 1661. Music is “sweete” and its principle aim is to please the 
“Hearing” instead of the “understanding.” By making this distinction, Dryden criticizes the sensual 
nature of music and shows the split between reason and emotion, which Jensen describes as the 
traditional Restoration faculty psychology. Even in the dedication for Albion and Albanius, Dryden’s 
 
4 For a complete consideration of the relationship between Albion and Albanius and King Arthur see pages 285-287 in the 
Dearing volume 16. 
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only opera, and his most musical drama,5 he insists on detailing what he sees as the faults of music, 
namely its femininity, sensuality, and seductiveness.  
The link that Dryden maintained between femininity and seduction in his writing was 
expressed on a larger scale in Restoration culture and found a particular site of resonance in the 
presence of the actress. Katharine Maus notes that despite the occupational opportunity that the 
new role of professional actress allowed to a limited number of Restoration women, most 
Restoration women had fewer chances to enter the professional realm:  
 
during the second half of the seventeenth century women seem to have been losing rather 
than acquiring opportunities for gainful employment. Men were encroaching upon such 
traditionally female occupations as brewing, textile manufacture, dressmaking, and 
midwifery. Women were less and less likely to run businesses or enter trades independently 
of their husbands. . . (600) 
 
Maus claims that decreasing occupational opportunities for Restoration women meant that 
women needing income were increasingly confined to “domestic service or prostitution” (601). This 
state of affairs may have contributed to the tendency for Restoration actresses to be viewed as 
sexually available. The prostitute’s profession, sexual seduction, became embedded in the 
Restoration conception of actress. In the following passage Tom Brown, a Restoration writer, claims 
“’tis as hard a matter for a pretty Woman to keep herself Honest in a Theatre, as ‘tis for an 
Apothecary to keep his Treacle from the flies in hot Weather; for every Libertine in the Audience 
will be buzzing about her Hony-Pot” (qtd. in Howe 33). This reference to bees and honey might 
even echo Dryden’s trope about bees drowning in the sweetness of their own music. If so, it 
certainly adds a more overtly sexual connotation. Restoration society felt that a professional actress, 
available for a fee to the audiences’ gaze, was little better than a prostitute herself. This perception, 
perhaps in a self-fulfilling way, bore itself out in the many prominent actresses who became 
mistresses. One of the most famous of these was Nell Gwyn, who counted Charles II himself 
among her lovers (Maus 603). Following this Royal fashion, Dryden at one point in his life kept the 
actress Anne Reeves as his own mistress (Maus 602).6 In this environment, the actresses who were 
perhaps most notable were those with a reputation for virtue. One such, Anne Bracegirdle, played 
the lead female role in Dryden and Purcell’s King Arthur.  
In King Arthur, Dryden continues the critical portrayal of music that he established in To His 
Sacred Majesty and Albion and Albanius. Dryden begins his criticism in his dedication. Immediately 
after praising the “Artful Hands of Mr. Purcel,” Dryden writes, “the Numbers of Poetry and Vocal 
Musick, are sometimes so contrary, that in many places I have been obliged to cramp my Verses, 
and make them rugged to the Reader, that they may be harmonious to the Hearer” (Dearing 16:6). 
Again, Dryden makes the distinction that his words are being lessened by the music that delivers 
them. He also continues the split between reason and sensuality by stressing the difference between 
“Reader” and “Hearer.” Notably, this distinction would have been an apt one for the 1691 
performance of King Arthur since the words for the entertainment were published before it was 
performed (Dearing 16:282).  
Despite Dryden’s critical judgment on music’s seductive appeal to the senses, he uses a 
substantial amount of music in his later dramas. Dryden’s collaborations with Purcell both before 
and after King Arthur illustrate this growing use of music. In the year before King Arthur, 1690, 
Dryden and Purcell collaborated on the musical drama Amphitryon. The year after King Arthur, 1692, 
 
5 Albion and Albanius is definitely Dryden’s most musical drama in terms of quantity. However, its musicality in terms of 
quality is debatable since its music was composed by Grabu who seems to be substantially inferior to Purcell. 
6 To explore Dryden’s relationship with Anne Reeves more thoroughly, James Winn’s biography of Dryden, John Dryden 
and His World, provides the most complete consideration. See Appendix D. 
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Dryden collaborated with Purcell again in the drama Cleomens (Dearing 16:286). The contrast 
between Dryden’s somewhat derogatory judgment of music and the frequency with which he used it 
seem best explained by the changing dramatic fashions of his time. Dearing notes that “The growing 
popularity of Purcell’s music for the theater has been proposed as stimulating Dryden to bring King 
Arthur to the stage” (16:286). He continues “. . .a further stimulus to the revision. . .was Dryden’s 
desperate need of money” (16:286). In a similar vein, considering Dryden’s conflicting opinion and 
use of music, Jeffery Mark writes, “He [Dryden] realized that it was quite foolish to force himself up 
against the demands of his audience, and, throughout his life, we find him providing the ‘weak stuff 
their appetite could bear,’ but, at the same time never losing the opportunity to deprecate the 
poorness of their taste” (252). This attitude can be traced in several of Dryden’s prologues and 
epilogues. In his epilogue for Aureng-Zebe (1675), Dryden includes the following couplet: “No Song! 
No Dance! No Show! He fears you’l say,/ You love all naked Beauties, but a Play,” (qtd. in When 
Beauty 140). With these words, Dryden decries the audiences’ preference for drama that depends on 
music and dance. The double entendre also suggests the relationship between seduction and music 
by emphasizing that the audience will only desire his play, like they desire naked women, if it 
includes song and dance. In the 1685 Prologue for Albion and Albanius, Dryden claims, 
   
We now prescribe, like doctors in despair. 
The diet your weak appetite can bear. 
Since hearty beef and mutton will not do, 
Here’s julep-dance, ptisan of song and show. (Dearing 16:14) 
 
In these lines, Dryden highlights the reluctance with which he includes “song” in an opera! It seems 
that Dryden’s use of music in his drama was grudging at best. 
Dryden repeatedly suggests his negative conception of music in King Arthur. Time after time, 
he points out its feminine, sensual, and seductive nature. Winn notes that Dryden, “most commonly 
uses music in scenes involving evil spirits or delusive temptations” (When Beauty 169). This assertion 
seems to hold true in King Arthur. The plot for King Arthur revolves around a battle between the 
Britons and the Saxons and the rivalry between Arthur, Oswald, and Osmond for chaste 
Emmeline’s love. Oswald and Osmond abduct Emmeline from Arthur’s camp and Arthur must 
retrieve her. Four of the five major musical episodes from King Arthur involve evil spirits or delusive 
temptations. Furthermore, these evil spirits and delusive temptations rely on feminine seduction. In 
Act I, the musical focus revolves around the Saxon’s human sacrifice. Osmond’s evil spirit Grimbald 
leads the Saxons in this bloody endeavor. Grimbald, though singing in a bass range, is listed under 
the women in the list of Dramatis Personae that precedes the play. This suggests that Grimbald 
would have been played by a male actor but was intended to be recognized as a female character. 
The newfound sense of deception that such a gender reversal would have had for a Restoration 
audience, based on Charles II’s decrees proclaiming the properness of using female actresses, would 
have increased the sense of Grimbald’s song as a delusive temptation. Grimbald’s deceptive gender 
exaggerates his capacity to seduce by showing that even when a character is a known dissembler, 
his/her song can be pleasing to the senses. In Act II, the main music centers around a competition 
between Grimbald and Philidel, another of Osmond’s spirits. Each of these spirits is trying to lead 
Arthur’s army in a certain direction. Though Philidel, also under the women in the Dramatis 
Personae, leads Arthur’s army in a safe direction, both Philidel and Grimbald use music to 
seductively entice the Army. Arthur is unable, for a lengthy period of time, to discern which music 
leads toward destruction and which away from it. In Act III, the sorcerer Osmond, feminized by his 
excessive lust, tries to break down Emmeline’s defense against his advances by showing her the 
power of love through several songs in a masque that he conjures. In Act IV, the music is centered 
on the sexual seduction of Arthur as he tries to break through Osmond’s enchantments to free 
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Emmeline.7 The main musical action in each of these four acts centers on a feminized seduction 
from reason. 
Arthur’s sexual temptation in Act IV presents an excellent opportunity to examine Dryden’s 
criticism of music. As Arthur makes his way through Osmond’s enchanted woods, he comes upon a 
stream. The stream boasts two “Syrens” who “arise from the Water” and “shew themselves to the 
waste” while they sing (Dearing 16:51). The sirens sing a provocative song enticing Arthur to 
abandon his search for Emmeline and instead enjoy the pleasures of their naked embrace. The 








                                                 
7 All of these musical episodes are studied in depth by both Curtis Price and Robert Moore. In Price, see chapter 7. In 
Moore, see chapter 3. 
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Purcell’s brilliance in setting Dryden’s text reveals all the negative aspects that Dryden 
attributes to music. Several scholars have studied this song and all seem to agree that it does a 
remarkable job of representing a sensual, feminine temptation. Curtis Price claims that, “In this 
magnificent demonstration of imitative counterpoint, Purcell accomplishes the seemingly impossible 
task of enticing the hero with almost irresistible sensuality yet at the same time warning him to keep 
away” (308). Robert Moore notes that the “crucial point is that the girls’ obvious wantonness would 
have no appeal for the nonpareil Dryden has made of his hero, and it is therefore up to Purcell to 
suggest the temptation by the refinement and delicacy of music” (88). Dryden’s choice to use sirens, 
mythological characters from Homer’s Odyssey, shows the explicit link he makes between femininity, 
music, sensuality and seduction.  
Purcell’s choice to set Dryden’s libretto in a contrapuntal duet illustrates perfectly Dryden’s 
concern with the competition between the reason of words and the sensuality of music. The 
intertwined female voices obscure the text and often make it difficult to understand their words. The 
pair of voices seldom utter more than one or two sequential words in unison. The voices maintain 
their imitative texture throughout the song, with the exception of two sections: from measure 19 to 
24 and again from measure 31 to 36. Both of these sections emphasize the sirens’ invitation to bathe 
and the sexual nature of their proposal. Perhaps even more tellingly, the repeated shifts from 
imitative to homophonic singing tempt the listener to think that all the words are clearly intelligible. 
As the listener understands the words of a particular phrase clearly, he may be persuaded that if he 
listens closely enough he will find all the words are intelligible. In this manner, after he is able to 
understand the phrase “Come bathe with us an hour or two/ come naked in for we are so” in the 
homophonic singing from measure 17 to 24, the listener strains to hear the two female voices 
pronounce words together until measure 29. In measure 29, as the homophonic singing returns and 
the words become easily intelligible again, the first phrase the listener understood in measures 17 to 
24 is repeated. The fluctuation between the imitative and parallel singing works to seduce the listener 
into creating reason and hearing intelligible words, even when the voices are singing imitatively, 
making such a hearing very difficult. Furthermore, when intelligible words are finally heard, their 
seductive message seems to carry the weight not just of sensual song but also reason because they 
can be clearly understood.  
The repeated descending thirds and parallel motion that accompany the word “come” in 
bars 18, 21, 22, 30, and 32, seem vapidly enticing. Since the word “come” is repeated not once but 
twelve times in all, a sense of lethargy is developed. The simple inviting word is easily understood 
both because of the parallel singing that conveys it and because of its repetition. The word “come,” 
through its repetition, becomes a languidly enticing invitation to lazy pleasure. The descending 
melodic motion that accompanies the repeated word suggests this leisurely state by producing a 
sense of decreasing urgency. The invitation is to be taken at any time. Whereas repetition and a 
rising melodic motion might suggest urgency, the falling melodic motion seems to lull the listener 
into a sense of complacent acceptance of the availability of the two sirens. The seduction works by 
putting the hearer’s fears to rest.  
These musical temptations are underscored by the dissonance in measures 26 and 27. The 
dissonance serves to highlight the hidden danger behind the sirens’ temptation, but also adds to the 
music’s capacity to lure the listener by introducing a new element of harmonic interest that redirects 
the listener’s attention to the sensual music instead of the seemingly reasonable words. Each element 
of the song seems to reflexively intensify its seductiveness. The features of music that Dryden 
deplores are employed as a negative exemplar. However, the sensuousness of the music ensures that 
the audience will desire it even more strongly.  
In “Two Daughters of the Aged Stream,” Dryden criticizes music by showing it as a vehicle 
that can lure reason away from its goal with a feminine sensuality. Purcell’s setting diligently shows 
the conflict between words and music so keenly perceived by Dryden. Dryden intends to show the 
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reason of words to be superior within this conflict. However, the negative aspects that Dryden 
assigns to music by having Purcell set the words of seductive sirens actually serve to promote 
Purcell’s music. Dryden included music in his drama because of growing audience demand. The 
nature of the music his collaboration with Purcell produces, by virtue of its excellence, only serves to 
entice the audience to more dramas which include music. In the very act of criticizing music for its 
capacity to sensually seduce, Dryden himself seduces the audience by including Purcell’s music.  
Frustrated by the double bind in his opposing needs to criticize music and please his 
audience, Dryden uses an actress to underline the paradox of his musical criticism. An actress gives 
Dryden the perfect opportunity to illustrate his impossible situation because actresses were another 
site in which Restoration ideas of femininity, sensuality, and seduction mingled.8 Since Dryden kept 
Anne Reeves as his own mistress, he would certainly have had personal experience with the 
Restoration’s conception of the seductive actress. The particular actress Dryden uses to reach his 
goal in King Arthur, Anne Bracegirdle, plays the role of the virtuous Emmeline, the object of 
Arthur’s, Oswald’s, and Osmond’s love. In 1691, Anne Bracegirdle was still one of a small number 
of British actresses. Howe suggests that there were only about 89 such actresses from 1660 until 
1689 (94). Among the small number of her peers, Bracegirdle’s fame may have been rivaled only by 
that of Elizabeth Barry, and Howe notes that after 1688, Bracegirdle was “a leading actress for the 
United Company” (123). The United Company, with its two theaters, monopolized London’s stages. 
Bracegirdle was born in 1663, about three years after the Restoration (Howe 85). When King Arthur 
was performed in 1691, she would have been around twenty-eight years old and had been acting for 
at least eleven years. By this time, Bracegirdle had already gained a reputation for virtue that had 
manifested itself in the roles of chaste heroines like Antelina in The Injured Lovers (1688) and Urania 
in Alphonso, King of Naples (1690) (Howe 99). When King Arthur was staged, Dryden would certainly 
have known of Bracegirdle’s reputation. 
Since Maus claims that “Restoration playwrights worked very closely with theatrical 
companies,” and “wrote with particular performers in mind,” (599) Dryden probably wrote his 
drama intending Bracegirdle to play Emmeline. This is even more plausible based on the close 
connections that Restoration audiences made between the actresses’ onstage characters and offstage 
lives. Cynthia Lowenthal claims that Bracegirdle’s status as a “star” on the stage meant her “visual 
availability, so essential to [her] representations of characters translated into a communal, 
extratheatrical discourse filled with speculations about the offstage activities of [her body]” (220). 
Bracegirdle, who was unmarried during her career, and “resisted the advances of enamored 
aristocrats,” (Maus 599), became a particular focus of her audience’s desire to know about offstage 
realities of the actresses’ bodies. In a sense, her offstage sexual virtue seduced her audience even 
more than the usual Restoration conception of an actresses’ sexual availability. Bracegirdle’s 
contemporary, Cibber, stated that Bracegirdle’s refusal to make her body available to her audience 
offstage only “increase[d] the number of her Admirers” (qtd. in Lowenthal 224).  
Dryden’s choice to write Emmeline’s part with Bracegirdle in mind certainly depended on 
the reaction he knew Bracegirdle’s offstage persona would help produce. The chaste Bracegirdle was 
the perfect choice to play the chaste Emmeline.9 Considering this, it becomes highly relevant that 
Dryden chose to write a part for Bracegirdle that denied her the opportunity to sing. Not once in the 
entirety of King Arthur does Dryden give Bracegirdle the chance to express herself through song. 
This musical silencing is put into sharper relief by the fact that Dryden was certainly aware that 
Bracegirdle could sing quite well. In The New Grove Dictionary, Bracegirdle is described not only as an 
actress but also as a soprano. Just two years after King Arthur was written, Dryden praises Bracegirdle 
 
8 Both Maus and Howe detail these connections throughout their respective works. 
9 Before he wrote King Arthur, Dryden had used a similar tactic in Tyrannick Love where he made comic use of the 
audience’s knowledge of Nell Gwyn’s affair with Charles II to show the humor in her role as the chaste St. Cathrine 
(When Beauty 222).  
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for her singing. The New Grove Dictionary notes that “Dryden described her [Bracegirdle’s] singing 
with Doggett in The Richmond Heiress (1693) as ‘wonderfully good.’” This strongly suggests that 
Dryden’s decision to write a role for Bracegirdle that included no singing was an intentional musical 
silencing. Furthermore, this silencing becomes more pronounced since the two main singing roles in 
the semi-opera, Grimbald and Philidel, were split between singing and speaking. This shows that 
King Arthur did not maintain a strict division between roles that were spoken and roles that were 
sung. Any semi-opera convention that may have separated sung and spoken parts is thus decisively 
overturned in King Arthur.  
Dryden’s decision seems to work on several levels. On one level, his silencing of Bracegirdle 
is necessary in order for him to criticize music’s ability to seduce. Since Bracegirdle plays the role of 
a virtuous maiden instead of a sultry siren, Dryden can’t give her songs to sing unless he wishes to 
match song with the virtuous heroine and give it status as a proper and reasonable undertaking. 
Bracegirdle’s ability to resist the improper advances of Osmond’s seductive music needs to be 
understood as reason triumphing over sensuality and words triumphing over music. On one level 
then, Dryden needs to silence Bracegirdle’s music in order to maintain the scheme he uses to 
criticize music in King Arthur. On another level, Bracegirdle’s musical silencing can be seen as a move 
by Dryden to represent the paradox created by his attempt to silence music on a larger scale within 
King Arthur. Just as Dryden’s use of music in King Arthur, even such a critical and derogatory use, 
perversely promotes music in Dryden’s mind by exposing an audience to its capacity for seduction, 
Dryden’s musical silencing of Bracegirdle serves to increase her capacity for seduction. Since 
Bracegirdle is rendered more seductive in the Restoration mentality by her performance of virtue 
both on and off the stage, Dryden, by contributing to her reputation of virtue through his silencing 
of her musical voice,10 an act that would seem to increase her virtue, actually contributes to her 
ability to seduce. In this sense, Bracegirdle serves as a vehicle through which Dryden can express his 
frustration at promoting sensual music during his futile attempt to silence it in King Arthur. 
Dryden’s intent to criticize music in King Arthur, as well as his skeptical attitude toward his 
potential for success can be understood through the opening of his prologue. The prologue spoken 
by Mr. Betterton begins: 
  
Sure there’s a Dearth of Wit in this dull Town, 
When silly Plays so savourly go down; 
As when Clipp’d Money Passes, ‘tis a sign 
A Nation is not over-stock’d with Coin. 
Happy is he, who, in his own Defence, 
Can write just level to your humble Sence; 
Who Higher than your Pitch can never go; 
And doubtless, he must creep, who writes below. (Dearing 16:9) 
 
Here, Dryden accuses his audience of a lack of “Wit” because they appreciate “silly” plays. 
These silly plays become associated with musical drama when Dryden, speaking through Betterton, 
claims he is capable only of writing to the audiences’ “humble Sence.” In effect, Dryden claims that 
his poetry can only impart the meaning that its audience can understand, and he describes the 
meaning they understand as a “high Pitch.” Writing “below” the “high Pitch,” a combination of 
words that bring out both the idea of music with its pitches, and an aroused state of emotion, 
Dryden fears he will not make much headway. He will not successfully criticize music since his 
 
10 Though the connection hasn’t been made in this essay that specifically points out the Restoration conception of a 
singing woman as a non-virtuous woman, it seems plain that for Dryden the singing woman was definitely suspect, and 
his use of characters like sirens indicates that his mentality represents a wider Restoration phenomenon.  
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audiences’ “humble Sence,” will be seduced by the music he includes. Dryden fears the reason of his 
words will be subsumed in the audiences’ ears by the sensuality of the music that accompanies it. 
This same idea is put into Emmeline’s and Bracegirdle’s voice in Act III. After Osmond has 
attempted to show the power of his love by summoning the thawed frosty masque, Emmeline 
claims,  
   
I could be pleas’d with any one but thee, 
Who entertain’d my sight with such Gay Shows, 
As Men and Women moving here and there; 
That Coursing on another in their Steps, 
Have made their Feet a Tune. (Dearing 16:48) 
 
Here Emmeline shows her rejection of the music and dance of gay shows. She refuses to be 
seduced and claims her preference for anyone who would avoid the use of song and dance. 
Emmeline decries the very music that has drawn the audience to the semi-opera. Dryden criticizes 
the music and accentuates the audience’s musical seduction through Emmeline’s rejection. 
Simultaneously, he uses Bracegirdle’s virtuous reputation to show the futility of his criticism by 
making Bracegirdle the object of Osmond’s attempted rape immediately after her rejection of his 
music. Dryden emphasizes Bracegirdle’s virtue by causing her musically silenced character to resist 
Osmond and also by showing how her virtue is seductive when he treats the audience to the thrilling 
spectacle of a despoilment curtailed upon its brink. As Emmeline resists, her onstage virtue incites 
Osmond to rape, while Bracegirdle’s continued offstage virtue similarly incites her Restoration 
audience. Osmond’s attempted rape would surely leave Bracegirdle disheveled and even more 
available to her audience’s gaze. Just as it is futile to show Bracegirdle’s virtue because it will incite 
rape, it is futile to criticize music in a musical drama because it encourages interest in other musical 
dramas.  
Dryden begins and ends his semi-opera with the same idea. In the epilogue, spoken by 
Bracegirdle, Dryden emphasizes the actress’s allure. The epilogue11 focuses on the many letters that 
Bracegirdle’s virtue has enticed from her seduced audience: 
 
I’ve had to Day a Dozen Billet-Doux 
From Fops, and Wits, and Cits, and Bowstreet Beaux; 
Some from Whitehall, but from the Temple more; 
A Covent-Garden Porter brought me four. 
I have not yet read all; But, without feigning, 
We Maids can make shrewd Ghesses at your Meaning. (Dearing 16:67) 
 
In speaking Dryden’s words from the epilogue, Bracegirdle assumes her offstage identity. 
Autrey Wiley claims that, “when they came before their audience in these concluding pieces, the 
speakers stepped out of their play-world and spoke as Nell or Betty” (1077), or in this case, Anne. 
Bracegirdle teases the audience with her virtue by obliquely revealing her many admirers while 
admonishing them for their inappropriate attentions. Dryden causes Bracegirdle to close the 
epilogue with a sentiment that brings his frustrated musical criticism to the fore: “And he that likes 
the Musick and the Play, / Shall be my Favourite Gallant to Day” (Dearing 16:68). In this 
concluding couplet, Bracegirdle offers her temporary availability to the male audience member who 
 
11 Autry Wiley, in her article “Female Prologues and Epilogues in English Plays,” includes a useful consideration of the 
peculiarities of the female epilogues and prologues of Restoration drama.  
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will enjoy both the words and the music of the semi-opera. This availability, offered from the stage, 
a position which won’t allow it to become physical, highlights her virtue and its capacity for 
seduction. At the same time, this virtue and its seduction is equated to the opposing words and 
music in Dryden and Purcell’s semi-opera. The individual who can understand the paradox of 
Bracegirdle’s appeal has the potential to understand the paradox of Dryden’s criticism of music. 
Though this reading of King Arthur might be contested by many scholars, both literary and 
musical, it takes into account Dryden’s concern with the aesthetic relationship between poetry and 
music while exploring his habit to describe music and present it in his drama in ways that make it 
seem feminine, sensual, and seductive. In order to pursue the reading this essay suggests, it would be 
essential to examine more thoroughly the rest of the music from King Arthur to see if it conforms to 
the pattern suggested in “Two Daughters of this Aged Stream.” Unfortunately, modern disciplinary 
boundaries often serve to promote the separation between music and literature which had already 
begun in Dryden’s time. Though further analysis of the words and music of King Arthur may suggest 
alternate hearings and readings, it is essential that any literary scholar who considers the semi-opera 
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